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(Credit: Collection of Philippe Laffon de Ladebat, Paris) 128 Michael Baker, a linguistic historian of the Revolution, who commented, "c'est un beau sujet." Anne Quartararo, who has worked extensively on modern deaf education, found a study of its Revolutionary origins to be promising.
Michelle Balle Stinckwich and Mme Guerret, of the present Institut de Jeunes Sourds de Paris, which occupies the original terrain of the Institution Sicard directed for thirty years, both gave access to their library's relevant documents and imagery. Many of the book's illustrations are due to Mme Balle. My generous friend William Coyle and Studio C in Culpeper, Virginia, improved the resolution of numerous photos. Susan Siegfried determined that Louis Léopold Boilly, Daumier's predecessor, had not caricatured Sicard-rather it was his son who did so later.
Several Paris doctoral theses have indeed focused on the original Institution Nationale des Sourds-Muets-namely those of Alexis Karacostas, Yves Bernard, Sophia Branca, and François Buton-the latter's having been recently published. These dissertations comprise some seven thousand pages of the highest quality on eighteenthcentury sign language, which has become the subject of serious analysis in Sophia Rosenfeld's impressive book, A Revolution in Language in Eighteenth Century France. Her reading of my drafts on Sicard was much appreciated.
But no one since Sicard's student Ferdinand Berthier (1873) has written a biography of the life of the abbé. Harlan Lane, the leading historian of the deaf in the United States, welcomed the prospect of such a life of Sicard, who was a principal character in his classic When the Mind Hears.
David A. Bell, Martin Staum, Harvey Chisick, Chuck Grench, Brian Darville, and the Washington Area Group of French Historians all contributed in different ways to the project. Christendom College sponsored a lecture on Sicard as a survivor and girouette of the Revolution. Robert Forster kindly interpreted a cadastre of Sicard's home village near Toulouse, concluding that the family's land holdings were numerous but modest.
Philippe Laffon de Ladebat, the descendant of Sicard's best friend, André, made available to me pictures and key archival material as well as his own works on André's deportation during the Directory. Likewise, Joseph de Léotard, provided copies of an extensive correspondence between his ancestor Pierre de Léotard and Sicard.
Much of the remaining documentation came from France's libraries and exceptional archives, beginning with the Archives Nationales, the Bibliothèque Nationale de France, the Bibliothèque historique de la Ville de Paris, the Paris Archives de la préfecture de Police de Paris, the Académie Française, and the Institut de Jeunes Sourds de Paris. My good friend Pierre-Yves Péchoux arranged for me to consult the Archives of Haute Garonne during its July closure, while Mme Bareille at the Municipal Library of Toulouse found many of Sicard's letters. The same was true of the Municipal Archives of Bordeaux and the Departmental Archives of Gironde where Sicard began his teaching career in the first provincial school for the deaf. Mlle Munier of the famous Benedictine Ecole de Sorèze sent me the school's regulations of 1800, which I compared with those of Sicard.
American libraries and archives proved valuable as well, including the National Archives (NARA), the divisions of the Library of Congress such as its Manuscript, European and Law libraries (especially its Russian specialist, Harold Leich), the Library of Virginia in Richmond, the Alderman Library, and Small Library of the University of Virginia, Columbia University, the New York Public Library, Yale University's Beinecke and Sterling libraries, and the British Library. The American School for the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, sent Sicard's most remarkable MS letter, translated in chapter 5. Michael Olson found in the Gallaudet University Archives the nineteenth-century image of the Paris Institution, which is reproduced below. My son, Daniel Kennedy, proofed and edited sections of the book proposal under tight constraints. My daughter, Mara Pufko, photographed a key Napoleonic document. I benefited greatly from the insights and editing of James Friguglietti and Howard Sachar, who generously read drafts of the entire manuscript.
Judith Robey's meticulous copyediting of the penultimate draft was indispensable. Dr. Robey translated Russian texts and Seth Elan German texts for chapter 5. Elise Nodar embedded electronically detached endnotes, proofread and alphabetized the bibliography, and transcribed the Schopenhauer text in the appendix. Joan Claire Robinson proofread the page proofs skillfully. Benjamin Ringot ably hunted down and photographed documents in Paris and Toulouse for chapters 1 and 4. Michael Weeks, Robert Forrest, Chris Pufko, and Paul Glicksman provided indispensable software assistance at GW. My sister-in-law, Maureen Cramer, sent me illustrations from Buffalo, New York of one of the oldest deaf schools in America.
Introduction
In 1794, during the Reign of Terror in France, the French government approved funding for the Institution Nationale des Sourds-Muets in Paris, under the directorship of abbé Roch-Ambroise Cucurron Sicard (1742-1822). The first such institute in the world, it began the formal teaching of sign language on a state level according to the abbé's reformist vision.
Instruction for the deaf had previously been oral, informal, and tutorial in nature. France was the first country to emphasize a method that exclusively employed signing and therefore stood in opposition to the oral, or speaking, method that was used in Germany, Austria, and England. The French method prevailed in parts of Europe and the United States until the oralist method triumphed (by coercive means) after 1880. After a century, however, signing made a strong comeback and has for the most part remained the dominant approach in deaf education and communication.
The story recounted here is partly one of the scholastic rise of classroom instruction using grammars and dictionaries, the earliest of which were written by Sicard. It concerns the abbé's linguistic and grammatical innovations that began during his tenure at his first school in Bordeaux (where he was made principal in 1786) and continued until his death in 1822. He was appointed to important French and foreign academic seats (e.g., the Académie Française) and gave weekly public demonstrations of his students, attended by diverse audiences consisting of women intellectuals, German princes, and the royals of Britain and Europe.
Yet he aroused suspicion in the 1790s because of his religious nonconformity, his priestly status (which he never abandoned), and his reputed counterrevolutionary leanings. His unswerving orthodoxy as editor of the Annales catholiques from 1796-1799 was out of step with the times. Yet astonishingly, he managed to survive those turbulent years and elude the threats of massacre, the guillotine, and deportation.
What explains Sicard's anomalous survival? According to his students, he was indispensable to all of the successive governments that came to power, from the "absolute" and constitutional monarchies to the Jacobin Republic, the Napoleonic Empire, and the Bourbon Restoration. All of them supported and subsidized him as the nation's most celebrated educator of the deaf. His reputation as a scholar and pedagogue led to the perception that he was "too valuable to sacrifice," and the fact that his life was spared in 1793 belies the notorious words of a deputy of Robespierre's Convention: "The Republic has no need of Savants."
He possessed remarkable agility, talent, and luck (or what he invoked as "Providence"). He was, in effect, a clerical "girouette," a weather vane or (in the words of one Sorbonne historian) a chameleon. Did not Benjamin Constant say that hypocrisy was justified during the Terror?
This biography is neither a hagiographic work nor an attempt at demonization. Sicard was neither a saint nor an apostate, neither a genius nor a charlatan. Rather, he was a priest whose political acumen during France's Grande Révolution and whose talents as a grammarian of the new science of signs not only saved his skin but also brought him great fame. Other dissident priests encountered deportation, the Revolutionary Tribunal, or the Vendée firing squads. Still others more complicit with Revolutionary "dechristianization" abdicated their priesthood or abjured their faith. Hundreds of Catholic martyrs of the Revolution were beatified or canonized a century later. Sicard's path was perhaps less striking than that taken by Christian and Revolutionary martyrs: his was the path of a flawed, intriguing, and lucky survivor.
Education of the deaf was an example of Enlightenment bienfaisance, but its invention began with the sixteenth-century Spanish civil servant Ponce de Leon and the Benedictine monk Pablo Bonet, who wrote the first book of signs-as well as with a Jewish favorite of Louis XV, Jacob Péreire, who succeeded in teaching deaf boys to talk. Sicard belongs to a century of reform that preceded and survived the Revolution. The campaign to abolish slavery, torture, and cruel imprisonment was an objective of English, American, and French reformers from Bentham to Tocqueville. Sicard's philanthropy belonged to this tradition but was also ironical considering the atrocities of the Revolutionary decade that he experienced. Despite the prevalent acts of cruelty within society at large, humane treatment of the insane commenced formally in asylums opened by doctors, such as Philippe Pinel in Paris and Benjamin Rush in Philadelphia. Relief for the poor, conducted by the National Committee on Mendicity and its chairman, the duc de La Rochefoucauld, characterized the era of the French and American Revolutions, which too belonged to "the age of reform."
Knowledge itself was obviously a crucial component of enlightened reform. The abbé Condillac created a whole theory of knowledge that revised Locke's sensationalism. Destutt de Tracy, during the Terror, initiated a multivolume system of "ideology" and "social science" designed to meet the challenges spawned by the Revolution. On the eve of the Revolution, Lavoisier, of the Academy of Sciences, systematically ordered random chemical elements; a few years earlier the Swede Linnaeus had classified plant life. Aspirations to reform the spoken languages of Europe resulted in the new subject of a "general grammar"-an attempt to find the common structures and roots of modern languages. More imaginatively, Denis Diderot wrote his Letter on Deaf-Mutes from Birth for Those Who Hear and Speak (1751), in which he stressed the superiority of gestures (or signs) to speech in expressing emotion in the arts, especially theater. Sign language possessed a utility that reached far beyond the tiny world of the deaf, and it became a priority during the French Revolution, satisfying the century's quest for simplification. Like the metric system, it was a code that reduced complexity. Also, sensibilité on behalf of the speechless was an acutely felt cause in this age of conversation. The quest for a common denominator in philosophy (sens commun) and the democratic abolition of social orders also found expression in the search for a universal language that would unite humanity. Human rights would become truly universal, as Condorcet and Olympe de Gouges advocated, and would naturally include the deaf. As abolitionism strove to eliminate legal differences among races, so a universal language, which sign language was perceived to be, could potentially abolish the divisions of Babel.
Any discussion of abbé Sicard would be incomplete without reference to his predecessor and mentor, the abbé Charles-Michel de l'Epée, who founded the first school for the deaf more than thirty years before Sicard. The founder of French sign language, spent his own fortune to establish the National Institution for Deaf-Mutes. Sicard, by contrast, was in constant need of funds and even resorted to borrowing money from his favorite student. In his own defense, Sicard claimed that he was the victim of financial ineptitude rather than greed, and indeed, he was known to have often found himself in debt and at the mercy of financial manipulators. Another of the abbé's known frailties was that he was unabashedly vain about his professional accomplishments. But should these flaws of character detract from his linguistic and organizational contributions to the history of the deaf? A strong case for comparing Sicard favorably to his mentor, Epée, rests on his codification of grammatical signs and his dictionary of pantomimic gestures. These accomplishments did not survive the century intact, but they were somewhat original and certainly influenced the formation of French Sign Language and its offspring, American Sign Language. In the nineteenth century, Sicard's influence was striking in Russia, the British Isles, the United States, Spain, and beyond.
Enthusiasm for the deaf in every Revolutionary assembly satisfied the thirst to "right the wrongs of nature" with those captivating new signs, known best after 1789 by one man in Paris-the abbé Sicard.
The civil, religious, and social war that broke out in 1792 resulted in factionalism, emigration, and deportations that ultimately led to the coup by Napoleon Bonaparte in 1799. During the Napoleonic Empire, Sicard became a decided counterrevolutionary, which he had not been during the Revolution. Like many clerics, he was opposed to Napoleon and maintained frequent correspondence with the world of royalist espionage and counterrevolution. In 1809 he was arrested again by the Minister of Police, Joseph Fouché.
Free from harassment (by Revolutionaries, politicians, and the imperial police), the Bourbon Restoration became Sicard's intellectual and emotional home. Still head of the Institution des Sourds-Muets, he received continual visits from princes and literary notables from the old and new worlds.
C h a p t e r 1 The Ascent t o Paris
Education of the deaf through private tutoring was known in Europe well before 1789, but the first systematic language of signs and state school for the deaf only came into being during the reforming monarchy and the French Revolution. Abbé Charles de l'Epée (1712-1789) was the founder of the first classes on rue Moulins in Paris in 1760. His pupil abbé Roch-Ambroise-Cucurron Sicard (1742-1822), named "royal teacher of deaf-mutes" by Louis XVI, cofounded a school for the deaf in Bordeaux in 1786, where he used Epée's principles. Sicard is known today to historians of the deaf, but he is barely known to others, even the deaf themselves. However, as the national instituteur of the National Institution of Deaf-Mutes, Sicard survived the half dozen regimes that subsidized him until his death in 1822. He was a professor at the first Ecole Normale (1795) and a member of the original National Institute (1796) and the restored French Academy (1803). In addition, he wrote several, often reprinted, books on deaf-mute language and comparative, or "general," grammar. Many of them are now available online.
This work examines Sicard as one founding father of sign language, as a survivor of the French Revolution, and as a nonjuring (or refractory) Catholic priest who, during the Terror of 1794, just after his second imprisonment, was made the director of the newly created National Institution of Deaf-Mutes, a relic of the Revolution still extant on rue Saint-Jacques. His appointment as director was a surprise: few nonjuring priests enjoyed similar favor. The explanation lies in the fact that Sicard was a bit of a girouette, in the style of Talleyrand or Sieyès, but unlike them, he held fast to orthodoxy, publishing a traditional catechism and editing the Roman Catholic fortnightly Annales religieuses, later entitled the Annales catholiques. 1 Michel Foucault, author of The Order of Things, Madness and Civilization, Discipline and Punish, and Birth of the Clinic, has questioned the transparency of Enlightenment and Revolutionary humanitarianism, arguing that it really represented the exercise of power by the dominant legislators, prison wardens, and doctors over their subjects-not disinterested assistance. This thesis seems overly reductionist and systematic. 2 Sicard has enjoyed only one complete biography-the one published in French in 1873 by his remarkable deaf student Ferdinand Berthier, who regarded Sicard as his hero. Berthier wrote an admiring "family account," yet he criticized Sicard for his disparaging attitude toward pre-schooled deaf-a fault he found amended in the abbé's Théorie des Signes of 1808. Berthier considered two figures to be giants in the history of deaf instruction-Epée (the movement's founder, whose biography he also wrote) and Sicard (the innovative continuator). 3 Several doctoral theses on the origins of deaf-mute education in France draw from Foucault such as François Buton's The Bodies Seized by the State: The Education of Deaf-Mutes and the Blind in the Nineteenth Century: Contribution to the Socio-History of the State . The "bodies" in question are the deaf who were institutionalized under Sicard. The organization of deaf education is viewed as an initiative of state power (like prison reform and state welfare) under the guise of philanthropy.
Sicard was certainly not a wholly disinterested teacher. He appears to have been quite sensible to honor, favor, money, and disciplinary power, but his appetite for recognition did not prevent him from dedicating himself to service. He remained steadfast through the Revolution with a score or more deaf students, gaining their esteem and gratitude for providing bread, bed, shelter, and schooling-and for bringing them into the world of the hearing. 4
From Toulouse to Bordeaux
Sicard was born on September 19, 1742, in the obscure village of Le Fousseret, a town of little more than a thousand inhabitants, thirty miles south of Toulouse. Lower Languedoc was dotted with many similar towns with populations of fewer than three thousand, such as Muret or Rieux near the Garonne and the Canal du Midi, which linked the Mediterranean to the Atlantic. Nearer the Pyrenean border with Spain lay Saint-Gaudens and Foix.
Sicard's baptismal certificate would seem to indicate his modest birth. The document refers to his father, Jean Cucurron, as a "bourgeois," and to his mother as "demoiselle" Françoise Sicard. The certificate indicates only the professions of his godmother's husband (sieur Francazal of Saint-Ybars), his godfather (a notary), and Roch Francazal, curé of Massabrac. A close relationship among the parents, godparents, and the curé is suggested by their common names-Roch-Cucurron and Sicard (the matronymic he later adopted). The signature of his godmother suggests that she was illiterate. The scrawl of the curé (or archiprêtre) Daram contains grammatical and orthographic lapses. 5 Eighty years later in Paris, those numbering among the signatories of Sicard's inventory after death were wood merchants, tailors, and butchers-unusual heirs for a member of the Académie Française. 6 The town of Le Fousseret consisted of a long perimeter (five thousand toises) and many taxes, but no industry or transports. This picture emerges from a survey taken by the intendant, Le Nain, in 1743 (a year after Sicard's birth). Le Fousseret was self-sufficient and not simply a market town. It sheltered no Protestants, its religion having been always "Catholic, apostolic and Roman," even though Protestants were otherwise numerous in the province of Languedoc. There was one "archpriest" and a vicar. No school is mentioned, although Languedoc was sprinkled with many petites écoles-mixed primary, one-room schoolhouses. In short, Le Fousseret was a stagnant rural village lacking any distinguished history. Today, the town honors its abbé Sicard with statues and a shrine.
Sicard's "bourgeois" father, "Sieur" Jean Cucurron, lived off of the income from a collection of small country properties-twenty-seven parcels in all-according to the land register taken in 1767 (when Sicard was twenty-five years old). He stood above the peasant laborers, small proprietors, and the rural artisanate, but he did not enjoy noble status. Indeed, there was no nobility to speak of in Le Fousseret, whereas in territories closer to Toulouse the "parlementary" nobility (or capitouls) exploited large properties with modern agricultural methods. One absentee seigneur collected feudal dues. Cucurron's divided lands, measured in units unique to Languedoc, were typical of the fragmented nature of Old Regime landholdings, all measured disparately. The Revolution agglomerated them with the more rational metric system. 7 Sicard allegedly came from a family of fifteen children and may have attended the Collège de l'Esquile in Toulouse, where he joined one of the principal teaching orders in France that ran some twentyfive colleges, or secondary schools (especially after the expulsion of the Jesuits in 1764).
